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Chapter 1: The Voice of “Hapworth 16, 1924”
1. Background
In J.D. Salinger’s seminal novel of teen angst, The Catcher in the Rye, intelligent and
sensitive protagonist Holden Caulfield suffers through the “phonies” of the world, giving readers
a penetrating worldview of skepticism, distrust, and cynicism. The author presents an even more
intense display against aspects of society that are false through another of his creations, the less
famous, but no less compelling Seymour Glass. Seymour is a genius, and Salinger presents him
at various times in his life, from a child prodigy of hyper- intelligence and ability to an extremely
intuitive, spiritually enlightened, likeable, funny, and kind, yet deeply troubled, adult. Not unlike
Holden, Seymour also has difficulty relating to and dealing with phonies, and although with his
superior intellect he should be able to dissect and rationalize the behavior of such people, he is
ultimately so overwhelmed by the crass and materialistic world that he takes his own life.
Seymour’s shocking gunshot to his temple occurs at the end of the first narrative he appears in,
one of Salinger’s most famous short stories, 1948’s “A Perfect Day for Bananafish.”
Seymour’s suicide is the quietly driving force behind all of Salinger’s work on the Glass
family, with the characters left to ponder the tragic event, just as readers of “A Perfect Day for
Bananafish” are. The Glass Family Saga stories and novellas, including “Raise High the Roof
Beam, Carpenters,” “Seymour—An Introduction,” Franny and Zooey, and “Hapworth 16, 1924,”
are imbued with the repercussions of Seymour’s suicide. One in particular, the uncollected
“Hapworth 16, 1924,” famous for being Salinger’s last published work (it appeared in the June
19, 1965 issue of The New Yorker), is vital for readers trying to comprehend the effects of
Seymour’s suicide has on the rest of the Glass family, his younger brother Buddy in particular. In
“Seymour—An Introduction,” it is Buddy who claims authorship of most of the Glass family
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stories (as well as The Catcher in the Rye), and the implications are strong: Buddy has not gotten
over his grief at losing his favorite brother and personal champion. As Will Hochman notes in
his article “Swimming with Bananafish: The Literary Suicides of Seymour Glass and J.D.
Salinger,” “It’s as though Buddy Glass (…) is attempting to understand Seymour by writing
about him” (460). Buddy’s writing of these stories is an attempt to do so and nowhere is this
more evident than in “Hapworth 16, 1924.”
At the very beginning of “Hapworth,” Buddy claims “I intend, right now, probably on
this same sheet of paper, to make a start at typing up an exact copy of a letter of Seymour’s that,
until four hours ago, I had never read before in my life. My mother, Bessie Glass, sent it up by
registered mail” (32). It is a letter that a seven-year-old Seymour allegedly wrote from camp,
where he was spending the summer with five-year-old Buddy. The letter is written in a mature
and condescending voice, which shatters readers’ previously deep relationship to Seymour.
Although critics thus far have barely even considered the possibility, I propose that Buddy has
fabricated his receipt of Seymour’s letter and that “Hapworth” is not merely Buddy’s
transcription of the correspondence but, rather, another attempt on Buddy’s part to write his
brother—and himself—into peace. The story becomes what is to be Buddy’s final attempt at
experiencing a healing catharsis.
Buddy’s overall presence in not just “Hapworth,” but the other Glass family narratives as
well, suggests he is the author of the works and, by extension, serves as flesh and blood author
Salinger’s literary alter ego. Buddy as Salinger’s fictional alter-ego is something that critics such
as Warren French and Eberhard Alsen have touched on (see J.D. Salinger, Revisited, 66 and A
Reader’s Guide to J.D. Salinger, 242), but the exploration of the motives and implications of
Buddy’s voice, especially in terms of “Hapworth,” have until now remained untouched. In fact,
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there is only one piece of criticism dealing with even the possibility that Buddy is the author of
“Hapworth.” This is Michiko Kakutani’s New York Times article “From Salinger, A New Dash
of Mystery” and it is just a fleeting statement in a piece that is another in a long line of harsh
indictments of the story. In the article, she writes, “Indeed, there are plenty of suggestions that
Buddy (…) is actually the letter’s author” (3). Kakutani suggests that perhaps Buddy’s motive is
“to distort his brother’s memory” due to the family’s “resentment of Seymour’s mentorship and
sanctimonious love of perfection and their bitterness over his suicide” (3). This criticism hints at
the complexity of what the motives and implications of Buddy’s authorship of “Hapworth”
suggest. Kakutani uses the remark to enter into a discussion of the evolution of Salinger’s art and
what “Hapworth” does for that. Ultimately, that becomes the point of interest not only in
Kakutani’s piece but also in all discussions of “Hapworth,” this one included.
Buddy’s claiming authorship of some of Salinger’s better known works in “Seymour—
An Introduction” can seem a passing fanciful, self-referential bit on Salinger’s part, but it runs
much deeper than that, especially when taken into context with “Hapworth.” It is a complicated
web of different levels of authorship and narration, which often makes it difficult to differentiate
between the actual author, author, and narrator. To clarify a distinction that can be quite
puzzling, I will refer to Salinger as the flesh and blood writer, while Buddy is the author of
“Hapworth” and the other works he takes credit for.

Ultimately all such labels and the

distinctions between them are used to construct a moving portrait of a grieving brother trying to
eulogize and bring peace to his idolized older sibling and champion—to achieve cathartic release
from the devastating end of Seymour’s life. Much of the proof of Buddy’s authorship is in the
language that Salinger has Buddy use, a language that often borders on the self-indulgent. That,
in fact, is the dead giveaway in terms of the authorship of “Hapworth,” which is so lofty at points
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that it is hard to accept it is coming from a seven-year-old, despite the level of precocity
attributed to him. The language of “Hapworth” and the other Glass stories are strikingly similar
and it makes sense that if Buddy wrote the other stories, then he could have written “Hapworth”
as well.
This, however, brings up the question of Buddy’s overall reliability as a narrator. If he is
lying in the disclaimer that “Hapworth” is a “found” piece, his trustworthiness must be called
into question. If he is capable of falsifying records in one work, he could be capable of doing it
even in the works of which he has claimed authorship (can even that claim be trusted?). Yet,
other than this untruth in presenting “Hapworth” as written by a young Seymour, there is little in
the Glass stories to suggest Buddy is anything but reliable, other than his own emotional
motives. The question of the authorship of “Hapworth” can be seen as an example of Buddy’s
desire to deify his dead brother, to make Seymour as important to the world as he is to him. This
does not sully Buddy’s reliability in the rest of his “canon,” but rather stresses the importance of
his works as the ultimate tribute to his fallen hero of a brother. It also brings up the point that the
Seymour stories are less about the dead brother and more about the living, writing one. The point
of these works is not that Seymour killed himself, but the deep-rooted effect that it has had on
Buddy.
Yet, ultimately, as Kakutani’s piece suggests, the question becomes one more concerned
with the actual writer of “Hapworth,” the man whose disdain for capitalist culture is evident in
most of his works as well in his self-removal from publishing and the world at large. What deeprooted effects did the culture he lived and thrived in professionally have on J.D. Salinger?
Further, how did the emotional trauma the writer experienced on the front lines of World War II
affect his work? Salinger’s forty-five year silence, begun with the publication of “Hapworth” and
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ending only with his death in 2010, is notorious, but also frustrating for his countless fans that
are so moved by his words. That emotional response so many readers have to Salinger’s works
becomes the crux of why it is important to position Buddy as the author of “Hapworth,” but
also to understand how the writer’s personal experiences influenced the deep emotional turmoil
he excels at expressing in his works. This all allows for more positive meaning to be made from
a story that often disgruntles and confuses the multitudes of the Seymour-worshipful who have
difficulty coming to terms with the decidedly unflattering portrait of the saint as a young boy.
The intrinsic link between emotional responses to Salinger’s work and the meaning it allows
readers to make is key in figuring out why it matters whose voice is the strongest in “Hapworth
16, 1924.”

2. Who Wrote “Hapworth 16, 1924”?
Contemporary critics did not respond kindly to “Hapworth” and its difficult prose. As
Janet Malcolm summarizes in her 2001 article “Justice to J.D. Salinger,” the story “was greeted
with unhappy, even embarrassed silence. It seemed to confirm the growing critical consensus
that Salinger was going to hell in a handbasket” (16). The critical backlash against “Hapworth” is
somewhat understandable. Presented as an unimaginably—and often unbearably—long letter
from Seymour to his parents back in New York City, it is filled with ceaseless hyper-intellectual
ramblings and condescending remarks. Seymour egotistically shows off his deep understanding
of all things philosophical, psychological, religious, literary, and otherwise. It is difficult to
accept these musings as coming from a seven-year-old, even if that child is as exceptional as
Seymour Glass. David Seed sums it up in his article “Keeping it in the Family: The Novellas of
J.D. Salinger” by stating, “the letter is written in a most turgid style (grotesque for a child aged

7

7!)” (85). Even more disconcertingly, the Seymour of “Hapworth” is quite a sexual being.
Speaking of the camp headmaster’s wife, he says, “It requires all one’s powers of self-control to
keep from taking her in one’s arms when she is strolling about on the grass in one of her tasteful
frocks” (35). The authorial voice is so impossibly mature that it is difficult to believe it the young
Seymour who is writing.
The level of maturity in the authorial voice of “Hapworth” is one of the main elements
pointing towards Buddy’s authorship of the story. From the very beginning of the letter, young
Seymour speaks in an adult tone and about adult matters. The tone comes across as either highly
sarcastic or very much in the ether of the intelligentsia. Seymour appears as unbearably
condescending and smug; perhaps more intent on showing how intelligent he is, rather than just
being intelligent. Ironically, one of the instances of this is when he says, “Though this is quite a
terrible bore for you, dear Bessie and Les, superb or suitable construction of sentences holds
some passing, amusing importance for a young fool like myself! It would be quite a relief to rid
my system of fustian this year” (32). Fustian, of course, is a pompous word for pompous,
something Seymour comes across in this instant and throughout the story.
Seymour continually shows his fustian side, calling his mother “Bessie sweetheart,” the
food at camp being prepared “without a morsel of affection or inspiration,” talking of how his
favorite librarian “has been meticulously trained by the Board of Education” and exchanges
“persiflages” with him (again, an ironic word choice), and how the camp is suitable for “certain
children in this world, like your magnificent son Buddy as well as myself,” only in times of
“dire emergency or when they know great discord in their family life” (34). His condescension
and pomposity continue through the story and if anything, gets worse as he rambles forward.
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His phrasing and word choice constitute maturity beyond his mere seven years. As
Salinger biographer Paul Alexander discusses in Salinger: A Biography, “seven-year-old
Seymour (…) speaks, for reasons that are never explained, as if he were an adult with profound
reasoning skills and a dazzling control of the English language” (230). For example, when
discussing his fellow campers, he calls them “the salt of the earth” and mentions those who are
close friends as “intimates” (34). These word choices are not in the pre-pubescent vernacular,
even back in 1924. In the same paragraph, speaking of the same children, he says most of them
are “slated to go through their entire lives, from birth to dusty death, with picayune, stunted
attitudes towards everything in the universe and beyond” (34). “Picayune” alone is not a word
many adults use (or know, for that matter), let alone one that a young boy uses. To use it to
condemn his fellow campers as small minded in regards to life, the universe, and everything is
not only condescending, but also a remarkably advanced observation for an even a trained
psychologist or philosopher. He continues on in a similar vein about one camper, Griffin
Hammersmith, who “is excellent, touching, intelligent company when he is not being hounded
by his past and present. His future, I am fairly sick to say, looks abominable” (34). Again, as the
musings of a trained therapist, this would be acceptable phrasing, yet from a child, it is much
more difficult to believe. The inclusion of “I am fairly sick to say” further illustrates that
pretension that characterizes Seymour’s style.
The reflection on young Griffin Hammersmith, however, does point to a quality that
readers respond well to in the adult Seymour of the earlier stories—his sensitivity. This Seymour
is a kind, tortured soul. His suicide will be explored at length later in this paper. In short,
however, his suicide can be viewed as the action of a sensitive man who could no longer deal
with the pretension of modern life. This is at such odds with the condescending young Seymour
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of “Hapworth,” yet even through that veil of pomposity, we get a glimpse of a caring
individual—he’s concerned about Griffin Hammersmith, even if his choice of words suggests an
affected superciliousness. Of a solution to Griffin’s naïve nature and apparently “nervous and
lonely bladder” (he has to use rubber sheets), Seymour says, “I am working on it, to be sure, but
one must of necessity consider my youth and quite limited experience in this appearance” (35).
There is tenderness to the sentiment, as well as a glint of desperation to fix the problems of
others. It is also an ironic statement, which explicitly mentions Seymour’s own inexperience yet
the reader cannot help but recall that already in the first five pages of the story, the lad has
repeatedly come across as knowing everything.
The level of frustration experienced with “Hapworth” does not end there. The story does
run over eighty pages of The New Yorker, after all. The level of believability in terms of young
Seymour having penned the letter is something that continually frustrates and to an extent mars
the literary quality of the story. Fiction, of course, deals with the unbelievable and fanciful all the
time. Yet, here, the utter arrogance of such a character that we have seen in earlier stories as
anything but arrogant, turns the reader’s idea of Seymour on its head. Despite glimpses of
sensitivity, such as with Griffin Hammersmith, the “Hapworth” Seymour is a pretentious
intellectual braggart who it is hard to elicit any sympathy for, even for the reader that knows
what emotional pain awaits him in adulthood. Yet the level of believability is not simply tied to
the unsympathetic child with a superiority complex. Perhaps even more so, the level of
sophistication of this Seymour’s thinking and writing is what makes his authorship so hard to
digest.
Seymour’s high level of thinking and writing ability can be explained in terms of child
prodigy psychology. Joseph S. Renzulli, the director of the National Research Center on the
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Gifted and Talented at the University of Connecticut, in his article “A Practical System for
Identifying Gifted and Talented Students,” gives a definition of what it means to be a gifted
child. In terms of “general ability,” a student with “well above average ability” exhibits “high
levels of abstract thinking, verbal and numerical reasoning, spatial relations, memory, and word
fluency” (Renzulli). Young Seymour fits into this description quite well, especially in terms of
abstract thinking, verbal reasoning, and word fluency. It would be enough to explain why
Seymour uses the language he does and expresses himself in more adult ways. What it is fails to
accomplish is to make the “Hapworth” Seymour more likable, for it does not sufficiently explain
away his superior attitude and condescending manner. Seymour may very well be a child
prodigy, although, as Alexander suggests, it is never explicitly stated in any of the stories (other
than the fact that he was on the quiz show “It’s a Wise Child”), but it does not change the fact
that he is insufferable in “Hapworth,” a far cry from the beloved troubled character of the
“Bananafish.” This is troubling for readers who have such a positive emotional experience with
Seymour in the earlier stories.
Much of Seymour’s sophisticated level of thinking in “Hapworth” centers around an
uncomfortable sense of sexuality that the young Seymour possesses. His musing about wanting
to take the camp headmistress in his arms is disturbing enough, but that alone could be dismissed
as the posturing of a boy who’s read too many romantic novels. Seymour, however, continues,
discussing Mrs. Happy’s “quite perfect legs, ankles, saucy bosoms, very fresh, cute, hind
quarters, and remarkable little feet with quite handsome, small toes” (35). There is a level of
knowing sexual objectification that is conspiratorial to an extent—almost a wink to the reader
(made more uncomfortable because the intended audience here is Seymour’s mother). This again
disrupts the positive emotional relationship readers have with the sensitive and awkward
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Seymour of “Bananafish” and the other pre-“Hapworth” stories. Further in the paragraph,
Seymour talks about “Buddy, whose sensuality is beginning to flower” and his father Les’
“heritage of sensuality, including the telltale ridge of carnality just below your own heavy,
sensual, bottom lip” (36). Again, it is disconcerting in that the child is talking about his sibling
and father in this clinical and sexualized way. Further, there is that level of sophistication to the
phrasing that, coming from a boy, is unbelievable. What can this kid know about sensuality and
carnality? His father may have a “heritage” of it, but the precision of Seymour’s insight here is
unlikely for a boy his age.
As the piece moves forward, Seymour segues his discussion of carnality into a favorite
topic of Salinger’s, karma and Eastern spiritualism. Much as in Salinger’s non-Glass story
“Teddy,” the level of discourse on the subject is again improbable coming from a young boy.
Statements like “I for one do not look forward to being distracted by charming lusts of the body,
quite day in and day out, for the few, blissful, remaining years allotted to me in this appearance”
(36) do nothing to help the plausibility factor. At least in “Teddy,” however, the ten-year-old title
character has a preternatural, otherworldly air about him, making his Buddhist and spiritualist
musings easier to swallow. By this point in “Hapworth,” however, Seymour is already coming
across as condescending and too mature in his remarks and the spiritualism only adds to the
implausibility. Further, as David Galloway notes in his article “The Love Ethic,” “Seymour is
never a fully realized mystic like Teddy” (35). This is true throughout the Seymour saga, but
especially true of the young boy in “Hapworth.” Seymour suggests he has the ability to see into
the future when he says, “There is monumental work to be done in this appearance, of partially
undisclosed nature” (36). He seems to be aware of being destined for great things. Here again is
a similarity to Teddy, who seems to have clairvoyance. But in that story, the character’s ties to
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the spiritual and uncanny are well fleshed out, yet here come across as another unbelievable
rambling of a supercilious kid.
The young Seymour of “Hapworth” is certainly pretentious and overly precocious but in
some parts of the story, as with his concern for Griffin Hammersmith, he exhibits more
complexity. He even exhibits a level of self-awareness when he says of Mrs. Happy discussing
her pregnancy with him, “I am ashamed to say, that she is practically unconscious that she is
freely employing a child my age as an audience” (37). He acknowledges, somewhat ironically,
that mature topics may not be best discussed with seven-year-old children. That he notices this,
but the adult in question does not, circles back to a level of incredulity. Further, in the long,
rambling paragraph that follows, the mature talk escalates, with Seymour dissecting the Happys’
relationship and more unbelievable discussion on sex. When he states, “I cannot achieve an even
keel while being torn between quite sound and perfect advice and simple lusts of the body and
genitals” (38), it is a draw as to which is more far-fetched, the boy trying to give marriage and
pregnancy advice to a grown woman or that he is not only aware of the lusts of his body and
genitals but continues to talk of them.
As the letter progresses, there is more of the same throughout, which only serves to
further alienate the readers who have had such a positive previous experience with Seymour. The
boy continues to voice his thoughts with an intellectual pretension well beyond his seven years.
He speaks of an adult friend of his parents to whom he has “been meaning to write to (…) for a
whole year, dating for our rewarding and comical chat together when we shared a taxi during
that beautiful downpour” (39). That is, Seymour has been meaning to write him since he was six.
His language in that particular sentence has a poetic quality to it with the taxi ride in the rain, but

13

again is unbelievable coming form a boy. Of course children can be artistic, but here it adds to
the level of incredulity, Seymour being pompous, condescending, and poetic.
Seymour also exhibits sycophantic behavior, generally mixed with his condescension,
especially directly towards his parents. In relation to a vaudeville show they recently performed
in Chicago, he tells them “Keep up the good work! Jesus, you are such a talented, cute,
magnificent couple!” (39). Again, here he sounds more like a parent proudly talking up a child
rather than the other way around. Coupled with his perpetual pretension, this tone comes across
as patronizing. It can also be seen as sycophantic, however, with Seymour perhaps trying to win
the love of his parents through excessive compliments. However, there is no mention in any of
the Glass stories that he had to fight for his parents’ love, even in a family as large as his. If
anything, he was always the favorite, the golden Glass child. Again, taken into account with how
Seymour speaks throughout the entirety of “Hapworth,” it is difficult to read his excessive
compliments as anything but condescending.
His arrogance is shown in a very precise way when he passes judgments on non-family
members, such as the camp director and his wife, the Happys. He may unbelievably find Mrs.
Happy attractive and humors her in discussions of her pregnancy, but he also thinks she is rather
shallow, relying too heavily on her beauty. He says, “She is a foreigner, though a cute one, to
absolute honesty in conversation” (37). Instead of truly attending to the needs of the young
campers, she uses her allure, but to Seymour, “a flashing, charming smile is quite insufficient”
(38). These are actually rather astute observations that add to Salinger’s anti-consumerist
philosophy, but again, it is difficult to accept that this is coming a seven-year-old child. Further,
it shows the “Hapworth” Seymour’s tendency to take a superior attitude towards others. Here it
could be elitist, as the camp director’s wife is beneath the Glass family’s affluent New Yorker
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status. Seymour also rallies against Mr. Happy, who “is no prize package,” although he is a
“quite affectionate person” (37). Seymour is more impartial here, honing in on both negative and
positive attributes of the man, but later in the passage, he gets harsher on the head of the camp.
He states that “he is not too approachable” and looks down on him for being a rope-maker (and
not a good one) in a previous life (38). This is again indicative of Seymour’s elitism and
arrogance; he as a child is better than this man, in part for something that cannot even be proved
(a past life).
The level of pretension expressed by Seymour and incredulity experienced by the reader
begins to reach its apex a little over mid-way through the story. Here Seymour announces, “If the
rest of my letter seems a little too brisk and impersonal, please excuse it; I am going to devote
the remainder of the letter to economy of words and phraseology, quite my weakest point in
written construction” (78). The nod to self-awareness is interesting, yet, of course, the letter has
felt impersonal throughout, due to Seymour’s arrogance. Further, the remainder of the letter is
hardly brisk or economical. If anything, the level of verbosity exponentially increases after this
declaration, as does the condescension. Again, this does nothing to repair the relationship the
previously Seymour-centric reader has had with the character. It instead serves to create more of
a gap between “Hapworth” and the more emotionally intelligent experience of the earlier
Seymour stories.
Seymour addresses each of his non-camping younger siblings in turn, proceeding to give
them advice and life lessons. He tells Beatrice (Boo Boo) to “practice your writing of complete
words! I am not interested in the alphabet in itself! Do not fall back on conventional excuses! Do
not take any more crafty refuge in your tender age, I beg you!” (80). At the ripe old age of seven,
Seymour feels he is wise enough to enact such linguistic discipline on his younger sister. He also
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sternly reminds her to “work harder on your manners and etiquette in private as well as in
public” (80). There is another flash of self-awareness a couple of paragraphs later when, after
both criticizing and praising twin brothers Walt and Waker, he returns to Boo Boo and says, “I
am disgusted with myself for saying just one thing to you and having that one thing sound
unfavorable and ugly. The partial truth is, as follows: Your manners and etiquette are getting
more and more marvelous every day” (85). Of course, the inclusion of the word “partial”
suggests Seymour cannot truly allow himself to simply be kind to his young sister. He does go
on to say she is “a risible, amusing kid” (85), but he follows that with more sycophantically spun
sugar like “you quite take your elder brothers’ hearts by storm!” and how she does not “think
anything out” is “a charming, magnificent blessing” (85). Again, he uses effusive, embellished
words, but with yet a little jab—Boo Boo does not think things through. It is indicative of
Seymour’s elitist arrogance that he cannot even give his baby sister a compliment without
criticizing what he sees as a flaw. Perhaps she does not think things through because she is a
young child whose thinking skills are not yet fully developed. Seymour would not take this
“tender age” as an excuse.
This tyranny he enacts, as Seymour himself knowingly refers to it (85), is followed by a
quite lengthy wish list of reading material the boy would like sent to him. This serves as the
fustian climax of the story. In Seymour’s effusive style, he does not present a mere list of titles,
but rather another example of him showing how much he already knows, here about the texts and
authors, and life in general. Not surprisingly by this point in the story, the titles Seymour
requests are quite well above the average or even above-average seven-year-old reading level.
Also not unexpectedly, he is both sycophantic and condescending in his details of authors and
books. He first requests “Conversation Italian, by R.J. Abraham. He is a likeable, exciting
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person, our good friend from the old days in Spanish” (88). This adds more incredulity as at
seven, Seymour has hardly been alive long enough to have had “old days.” His level of
familiarity with Mr. Abraham is also implausible. Certainly favorite books can feel like old
friends, but again, Seymour’s age and improbably corresponding level of expression must be
called into question here, as well as throughout the rest of the list, which continues on for twentyfour magazine pages, the remainder of the story.
His requests range from classic literature such as “The complete works of Count Leo
Tolstoy,” “Don Quixote,” “Charles Dickens, either in blessed entirety or on any touching shape
or form,” “George Eliot; however, not in her entirety,” “William Makepeace Thackeray, not in
entirety,” “Jane Austen, in entirety or any shape or form,” “diverse selections from the works of
Guy de Maupassant, Antole France, Martin Leppert, Eugene Sue” (these four in the original
French), “the complete works, quite in full, of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle,” and “the great Goethe’s
works in full” (88-96). Seymour also requests religious and spiritual texts such as “any unbigoted
or bigoted books on God,” “the Gayatri Prayer,” “Raja-Yoga and Bhakti-Yoga,” as well as
historical and scientific texts like “any unflinching book on the World War,” “Chinese Materia
Medica, by Porter Smith,” a biography of Alexander the Great,” “anything on the colorful and
greedy Medicis,” “anything interesting on human civilization well before the Greeks,” and “any
books on the structure of the human heart that I have not read” (90-106). It’s quite an absurd list,
one that creates even further distance between Seymour and the reader that has previously had
such a meaningful relationship with him. Young Seymour’s ambition must be applauded, yet
even if he and Buddy were at camp for the entire summer (or several summers for that matter), it
is incomprehensible that he would be able to finish all of these books, let alone absorb and
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understand them. To be fair, the Seymour of this particular story world probably could do so, but
it is the believability of the story world that is in part what is questioned here.
It also must be noted that it is not just the improbability of the list that adds to the
argument that Seymour could not possibly be the author of this letter. As mentioned above, he
does not give just a mere list of titles, but also explains why he wants these books and what he
already knows about them and the authors, as well as goes off on tangents about them. For
example, he says of Cervantes, “this man is a genius beyond easy and cheap compare” (92). This
is the type of effusive praise that he has exhibited before. However, he then discusses how he
wishes his favorite librarian, Miss Overman, to send this to him, not her co-worker, Mr. Fraser,
because “he is quite unable to pass on to us a work of genius without personal comment and
maddening evaluation and condescension” (92). This is, ironically, exactly the manner Seymour
adopts when describing the books he wants. For the rare moments in which he does show some
self-awareness, there are comparable bits like this that show him as not only pretentious, but
oblivious.
Many pages of criticism could be written about how Seymour dissects the works on his
wish list. Suffice it to say, however, it is just more of the same, with excessive effusive praise,
elitist criticism, uncomfortably adult remarks, and so forth. He writes on subjects such as how
the Bronte sisters are “ravishing girls” to how he realizes he loved Arthur Conan Doyle more
than Goethe, which led him to believe he will “never get any closer to drowning in sheer
gratitude for a passing portion of truth” (95, 98). Both of these statements are symptomatic of
Seymour’s impossible maturity and condescending arrogance. The lengthiest example of these
traits, however, is his request for a couple of history books he wants five-year-old Buddy read
before entering school in the fall, “‘Alexander,’ by Alfred Erdonna, and ‘Origins and
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Speculations,’ by Theo Acton Baum,” neither of which appears to actually exist. This is odd
since the rest of the wish list is made up of real texts and authors, but perhaps Salinger uses fake
ones because of the vitriol Seymour unleashes on them, which is severe even for him. Seymour’s
arrogance and condescension (and lack of awareness thereof) are nowhere more apparent than in
the rambling paragraphs about these two books. He notes that he would give these books to
Buddy by saying,
‘Here, young man, are two books both of which are subtle, admirably unemotional, and
unnoticeably rotten to the core. Both are written by distinguished, false scholars, men of
condescension, exploitation, and quiet, personal ambition. I have personally finished
reading their books with tears of shame and anger. Without another word, I give you
two, godsent models of the feculent curse of intellectuality and smooth education running
rampant without talent or penetrating humanity.’ (102).
The venom dripping off Seymour’s tongue is palpable here, as is the irony that what he accuses
these writers of, he has done himself throughout this very letter. If his lack of awareness of this
shows his own tender age, the undeniably mature tone of the exposition further solidifies the
improbability that it is truly Seymour’s voice presented in “Hapworth” and solidifies the fissure
in the emotionally resonant relationship readers have previously experienced with the character.
--If it is not Seymour who is writing “Hapworth 16, 1924,” his younger brother Buddy is
the likely author. Early on in “Seymour—An Introduction,” Buddy writes, “I’ve written and
published two short stories that were supposed to be directly about Seymour. The more recent of
the two, published in 1955, was a highly inclusive recount of his wedding day in 1942” (131).
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This is “Raise High the Roof Beam, Carpenters”; it is worth noting that although this novella is
indeed about Seymour’s wedding day (which he unceremoniously bows out of), he only appears
through a journal Buddy finds in their shared apartment. The other story Buddy refers to is “A
Perfect Day for Bananafish.” He says of that piece, “In the earlier, much shorter story I did, back
in the late forties, he not only appeared in the flesh but walked, talked, went for a dip in the
ocean, and fired a bullet through his brain in the last paragraph” (131). “Bananafish” remains our
only glimpse of the adult Seymour in action. Yet in “Seymour—An Introduction,” Buddy
remarks that some of his family felt the Seymour of “Bananafish” did not resemble Seymour so
much as Buddy himself: “the young man, the ‘Seymour,’ who did the walking and talking in that
early story, not to mention the shooting, was not Seymour at all but, oddly, someone with a
striking resemblance to—alley, oop, I’m afraid—myself. Which is true, I think, or true enough to
make me feel a craftsman’s ping of reproof” (131-32). Buddy’s claim to authorship of “Raise
High” and “Bananafish” raise a few interesting points, all of which point to his authorship of
“Hapworth” as well.
The most obvious point of entry here is Seymour’s journal in “Raise High the Roof
Beam, Carpenters.” Buddy claims authorship of “Raise High,” which includes the technique of
utilizing entries from Seymour’s diary that Buddy finds in their apartment on the day Seymour
skips out on his wedding to Muriel Fedder. If he uses such a technique in one work, it seems safe
to assume he would use it in another work. The journal entries in “Raise High” logically give
way to the letter in “Hapworth.” More so, when it is considered that Buddy readily identifies
“Raise High” as a story, not a biographical piece. Story here implies fiction, although a fiction
grounded in events that did occur in Buddy’s life, but a fiction nonetheless. Conversely, it is true
that Buddy makes the disclaimer right at the beginning of “Hapworth” that it is an “exact copy”
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of a letter written by Seymour. This is a typical fictional technique used to achieve
verisimilitude, when in fact the disclaimers are actually untrue (an example is The Adventures of
Huckleberry Finn). The disclaimer leads the reader to believe Buddy that if “Raise High” is a
story, then “Hapworth” is a story as well, making it difficult to credit it as a transcription of an
actual letter. It becomes a tricky business, however, especially given the layers of “reality” that
exist within the story world of the Glass Family Saga. This, along with the question of Buddy’s
reliability as a narrator, which is something that comes into question with all of this, will be
discussed at greater length later. It is necessary to first look more closely at the points raised by
Buddy’s claim to be the author of “Raise High” and “Bananafish.”
It is important to any discussion concerning the question of the authorship of “Hapworth
16, 1924” to explore the fact that “A Perfect Day for Bananafish” is the only story in which the
adult Seymour is shown in action and, until the very end, still alive. What clues can be obtained
from how he walks, talks, goes for a dip in the ocean, and puts a bullet in his brain that would
prove that the author of the letter that makes the bulk of “Hapworth” (save for Buddy’s
disclaimer at the beginning) is Seymour? Is it even fruitful to explore such an avenue of
discourse when the Seymour of “Hapworth” is about a quarter century younger than the troubled
man who takes his life in “Bananafish?” In a number of ways, yes, it is. Even accepting Buddy’s
claim that Seymour was indeed the author of the letter of “Hapworth,” it would be interesting to
point to places in “Bananafish” in which the boy at camp twenty-some odd years previous is
evident. Could the suicidal nature of the adult be prefigured in the overly precocious boy? It is an
interesting line of inquiry. Yet it is crucial to the claim that Seymour did not write “Hapworth”
to identify things in “Bananafish” that make that so. For if “Bananafish” is a way for Buddy to
try to make sense of Seymour’s death, and fails to do so, then it makes sense that he would
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continue to write until he does come to terms with it. That “Hapworth” is the last story with
Buddy as the author (as well as Salinger’s last published work) suggests that not only is the letter
from camp written by Buddy, but that it was enough for him to find some sort of peace for
himself and Seymour, with the need to continue to write about it vanquished.
--Stylistically, there are undeniable similarities between “Hapworth 16, 1924” and the
Seymour stories Buddy takes credit for. These certainly support the claim that Buddy, not a
young Seymour, is the author of “Hapworth.” “Seymour—An Introduction,” in particular, is
tonally and mechanically strikingly similar to “Hapworth.” Phrasing and word choice is similar
in the two stories. “Chap,” for example, is a word that Seymour utilizes throughout “Hapworth”
and that Buddy uses in “Seymour” as well. Further, both stories have a rambling quality to them,
both with many digressions and asides, often about similar topics. Seymour goes on tangents
about historians, poets, and writers in the book list section of “Hapworth” and Buddy does the
same in “Seymour.” In discussing Seymour’s talent as a poet, for example, Buddy wanders into a
conversation about “Chinese and Japanese poets,” such as Issa, Lao Ti-kao, and Tang-li (14042). Interestingly, “Seymour” and “Hapworth” contain concessions to the rambling nature
exhibited in both. In “Seymour,” Buddy states, “I apologize for the verbiage. Unfortunately
there’s probably more,” which, of course, there is (153). The Seymour of “Hapworth” apologizes
a few different times for his own verbiage. Early on, he says to his father, “This is going to be a
very long letter! Stiff upper lip, Les! I humorously give you my permission to read only one
quarter of the entire communication” (38). Nearer to the end, when wrapping up his book list, he
writes he is about to “mercifully conclude this list” (104). Both show a similar level of self-
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awareness that is more plausible coming from the adult Buddy. This further points to a shared
authorship.
Perhaps most importantly, both have a detached, arrogant tone, suggesting an author who
thinks he is high above his audience, whether that is readers at large or family at home. An
example of this is the passage in “Seymour” which relates the notion of the “Sick Man,” a
concept Buddy compares Seymour to. The tone and phrasing is quite similar to any number of
“Hapworth” passages.
“But what, at least in modern times, I think one most recurrently hears about the
curiously-productive-though-ailing poet or painter that he is invariably a kind of supersize but unmistakably ‘classical’ neurotic, an aberrant who only occasionally, and never
deeply, wishes to surrender his aberration; or, in English, a Sick Man who not at all
seldom, though he’s reported to childishly deny it, gives out terrible cries of pain, as if he
would wholeheartedly let go both of his art and his soul to experience what passes in
other people for wellness…” (120).
The passage recalls Seymour’s hyper-intelligent, yet rambling digression in the wish list of
books in “Hapworth,” especially in his dismissal of the Alexander the Great historians.
Throughout the novella, the tone is haughty and, like “Hapworth,” often condescending.
The condescension Buddy exhibits in “Seymour” is revealed to be another conceit of his
writing skills. He understands that his works have given him a certain level of fame, but uses to
sarcasm to conceal being made uncomfortable by it. He says of his fans, “O let them come—the
callow and the enthusiastic, the academic, the curious, the long and the short and the allknowing! Let them arrive in busloads, let them parachute in, wearing Leicas. One hand already
reaches for the box of detergent and the other for the dirty tea service” (167). The tone is
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venomous in a way that Seymour’s often is in “Hapworth,” again pointing to a similarity of
authorship.
--Finally, and perhaps most importantly, Buddy’s claim to the authorship of “Bananafish”
and “Raise High the Roof Beam, Carpenters” raises the extremely important point about how his
family feels the Seymour of the earlier story actually resembles Buddy more than Seymour. If
that story is more about himself than his brother, what does that say about the other pieces he has
written about Seymour? Are they all in fact more about Buddy than his beloved brother? If so,
that unto itself is alone not enough to prove Buddy is the author of “Hapworth,” although it does
work nicely as evidence supporting this claim. It also does not necessarily further the claim about
Buddy being the author of “Hapworth” in order to help himself get over Seymour’s tragic end,
although, again, it does support this. What it does do is illustrate how Buddy has the tendency as
an author to infuse his work with more of his own personality than he may even mean to. In the
aforementioned bit from “Seymour—An Introduction,” Buddy accepts having done this in
“Bananafish” and he chastises himself for doing so. He blames this self-identified “faux pas” on
how “that particular story was written just a couple of months after Seymour’s death” and not
long after he had returned from fighting in World War II (132). The exposure to and effects of
the horrors of war cannot be discounted, but Seymour’s suicide is the real trigger for writing
“Bananafish.” It will continue to be so, as he mentions in “Seymour—An Introduction.” As he
says in that piece, “I believe I essentially remain what I’ve almost always been—a narrator, but
one with extremely pressing personal needs” (125). The crux of those needs is to make peace
with Seymour’s suicide.
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3. The Implications of Seymour’s Suicide
The death of a loved one is never an easy thing to cope with, as Salinger also shows to
great effect with Holden Caulfield’s downward spiral after his brother Allie succumbs to
leukemia. When that death is due to suicide, it can be even more devastating. As Janet Malcolm
points out, “All families of suicides are alike. They wear a kind of permanent letter S in their
chests. Their guilt is never assuaged. Their anxiety never lifts” (20). This is resoundingly true of
the Glass family, who is continually presented throughout their saga as forever feeling the
repercussions of Seymour’s suicide, such as Franny’s existential crisis and foray into mysticism,
as well as Bessie’s doting on Zooey, even while he is taking a bath, both in Franny and Zooey.
None of the Glass family is as affected by Seymour’s suicide as Buddy. Or, rather,
because he is the author of the Glass stories, it is his grief that is most represented, most
palpable. He identifies so readily with his older brother that he conflates their voices in “A
Perfect Day for Bananafish,” but it takes his members of family, “who regularly pick over my
published prose for small technical errors” to “gently” point this out to him (131). Perhaps he
even wonders why the man he had looked up to since they were children was gone when he was
still alive. As grief specialist Catherine M. Saunders discusses Osterwise et al in her book Grief:
The Mourning After, “Because of the survivor guilt that is extreme in families experiencing a
suicide, this type of bereavement has been considered a most difficult one to endure” (181). It
makes sense that Seymour’s suicide is not something that Buddy would easily recover from, left
for years to try to make sense of not only why his brother is dead, but why he took his own life.
To make it even more complicated for Buddy, he looked to Seymour for support and
encouragement.
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It is evident from the various Glass Family stories that Buddy had no greater champion
than his beloved Seymour. This is apparent even when they are the young children of
“Hapworth.” Seymour’s love for his little brother is poignant and runs deep. It shines through
even amid the intellectual snobbery of young Seymour’s philosophical ramblings that frame the
bulk of “Hapworth.” Seymour refers to Buddy as “magnificent” and “my beloved younger
brother” (32, 39). Those are strong affirmations of how the eldest Glass boy feels about his
younger sibling. Later, he says Buddy “is privately the most resourceful creation of God I have
ever run into” and “a droll and thrilling companion to have on life’s bumpy road” (39), which are
both just more elaborate ways of saying the same thing: he loves Buddy perhaps more than
anyone or anything else. Further, it is not a simple, expected filial love but one that is informed
by the strongest aspects of Buddy’s character.
In “Seymour—An Introduction” it is revealed that Seymour may have been Buddy’s
harshest writing critic, but that too was borne out of his deep love and belief in the younger Glass
son’s talent. In one note of feedback Buddy shares, Seymour writes, “Oh dare to do it, Buddy!
Trust your heart. You’re a deserving craftsman. It would never betray you” (187). His
encouragement of and belief in Buddy is quite palpable here and it is easy to see why Buddy
would miss this kind of support horribly once Seymour was gone.
Buddy seems to have actively sought out his brother’s advice on his writing. This is
illustrated when he says, “it was my custom, my compulsion, whenever it was practical, and very
often when it wasn’t, to try out my new short stories on Seymour” (177). The phrasing here
suggests a need and desire on Buddy’s part to know what Seymour thinks about his work. Buddy
provides examples of Seymour’s feedback, one bit of which can be used as apt criticism for
“Hapworth.” He says, “Your voice was almost too much this time. I think your prose is getting to
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be all the theatre your characters can withstand” (182). There is no evidence what story he is
talking about and it appears impossible it would be “Hapworth,” but that the critic Buddy
respected the most, his brother, notes his tendency to go over the top suggests he continues to do
so after Seymour’s death—perhaps even more so without his brother to reign him in.
“Hapworth” is a product of that.
All of this not only shows the incredible love the eldest two Glass brothers shared but
how Seymour was a huge influence and inspiration for Buddy. This support system is an
extremely difficult thing to lose and let go of. It is easy to imagine Buddy floundering without
his support system. Overall, Seymour’s suicide had an indelible impression on Buddy’s life,
including, by natural extension, his literary career. Much of his oeuvre is intrinsically linked to
trying to find a way to reconcile Seymour’s death, while honoring the beloved brother as well as
to finally put him to rest. “Hapworth 16, 1924” is Buddy’s final attempt to do this.

Chapter 2: Buddy’s Writing About Seymour as Cathartic Release
1. “A Perfect Day for Bananafish”
According to Buddy in “Seymour—An Introduction,” he wrote “A Perfect Day for
Bananafish” only about two months after the incident the end of the story depicts, Seymour’s
shooting himself in the head while his wife Muriel sleeps on the bed opposite him in their
Florida hotel room. It makes sense that he would want to put down in words the actual tragic
events (or, at least, his interpretation of them); getting this out would certainly provide some
relief, especially at such a difficult time as the weeks directly following the suicide. As
psychiatrist Dorothy S. Becvar discusses in her book In the Presence of Grief: Helping Family
Members Resolve Death, Dying, and Bereavement Issues, for people trying to deal with the
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suicide of a loved one, there is often “the need to create a story about what has happened that
enables things to be seen in a less negative way (Shapiro, 1994)” (55). Processing the event,
trying to work out Seymour’s last hour or so of life, what may have been going on in his head—
these are all coping techniques Buddy is utilizing by writing the story so soon after the real-life
counterparts took place. Of course, the depiction of the suicide in “Bananafish” has to be viewed
with some skepticism. Buddy was not there when it happened, so his interpretation of it can
never be more accurate than that. Even if Buddy interviewed Muriel, Sybil, and the woman in
the elevator (at the very least), it can never be more than an interpretation. In “Seymour—An
Introduction,” Buddy says, “I’ve written and published two short stories that were supposed to
be directly about Seymour” (131, emphasis mine). Buddy makes no claim that these two works,
“Bananafish” and “Raise High,” are anything but fiction. That does not, however, take away
from the story writing as being a cathartic release for Buddy. Many fiction writers use their craft
as a way to make sense of real-life events.
“Bananafish” is also interesting in that it subtly places blame for Seymour’s suicide on
Muriel, her mother, and the materialistic lifestyle they subscribe to—a genuine response in trying
to deal with such a tragedy. Muriel and Mrs. Fedder are quite different from Seymour, Buddy,
and the rest of the Glass family. The story opens with Muriel on a lengthy phone call from her
Florida hotel room to her mother back in New York. While waiting for the call to go through, she
is shown engaging in some materialistic and narcissistic behavior. She thumbs through an article
on sex in a women’s magazine, the height of shallow consumerism. Further, we see Muriel as
she washes her brush, blots out a spot on her skirt, and rearranges “the button on her Saks
blouse” (3). That the name of the store the blouse comes from is mentioned is of the utmost
importance. Saks is one of the most recognizable high-end department stores in the world and
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Salinger has Buddy focalize the action of mending the expensive blouse through Muriel, to
whom the label, the brand name, is important. Muriel is shown using tweezers to pluck “out two
freshly surfaced hairs in her mole follows that action” (3). While that can be seen as merely
normal body maintenance, taken in context with the other more shallow actions, it adds to the
effect of her superficiality. As the phone call to her mother goes through, she “had almost
finished putting lacquer on the nails of her left hand” (3). Already, in the first page of the story,
we have an image of a woman who could easily fit the “phony” category of one of Buddy’s
“creations,” Holden Caulfield.
As the story progresses, we get more incriminating evidence showing Muriel as a phony.
She talks curtly and dismissively to her mother (repeatedly calling her “dear” and so forth), who
is not much better than her daughter. If anything, she is probably worse, not giving Seymour any
credit at all. Muriel at least tries to defend him, but there is the sense that it is more to irritate her
mother than anything else. It is obvious that Mrs. Fedder does not approve of Seymour as a
husband for her daughter. Some of her attitude is understandable, as she seems concerned for her
daughter’s safety. Seymour has wrecked the Fedder family car, possibly in a suicide attempt, and
has been in the Army hospital prior to the trip to Florida. Yet the conversation devolves into
more talk of fashion, with Mrs. Fedder asking Muriel about her blue coat; she also asks “‘How
are the clothes this year?’” (12). It seems the apple does not fall far from the tree in terms of
shallow concerns. That she turns the conversation to fashion in the middle of worrying over her
suicidal son-in-law and her daughter is telling of her status as phony as well.
The portrayal of Muriel and her mother shows a distrust of them on Buddy’s part as
narrator, as well as brother of the deceased. Although it certainly makes sense for him to want to
find someone to blame for Seymour’s suicide, he does so here in a subtle way. It is not an overt

29

diatribe against the women and their materialism; Buddy is smart enough to know that ultimately
it was Seymour’s decision to end his life. But as the man who claims authorship of a work such
as The Catcher in the Rye, which is such a harsh indictment of consumerist culture, it is not
surprising that he would hint at that being part of the reason Seymour was unbalanced enough to
kill himself. That is tied to the cathartic tone of “Bananafish,” but it is not the only thing coloring
it.
Buddy’s retelling of Seymour’s last hour or so alive, spent on the beach playing and
talking with a young girl, Sybil Carpenter, followed by a painful elevator ride up to the hotel
room where Muriel is now asleep, and culminating in the suicidal gunshot, is the true catharsis of
the story. Ultimately, Buddy is much more concerned about his brother and the act that ends his
life rather than the shallow women that made his brother’s life less than pleasant at times.
Seymour’s time on the beach with Sybil has been the subject of much critical inquiry, often
aimed at whether or not it is an indication of pedophiliac tendencies on Seymour’s part (although
the criticism often seems just as much directed at Salinger and his predilection for college coeds, rather than his literary creations). Seymour “putting his hand on Sybil’s ankle,” telling Sybil
to “come a little closer” after talking about her bathing suit, touching her ankles two more times,
taking off his robe in front of the girl, calling her “my love,” and kissing “the arch” of one of her
feet, have all been shown as demonstrative of his inappropriate behavior with Sybil (16-24). His
subsequent suicide, occurring perhaps ten minutes later, is offered as proof of his guilt and
inability to live with his actions. While textual evidence can be used to make a case for this,
taking into account the context of Seymour’s characterization throughout the Glass stories
(which contains nothing pointing to him being a pedophile), as well as looking at the text from a
different angle, suggests otherwise.
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Seymour’s behavior with Sybil is not pedophilia in action, but much more innocent than
that. The ankle touching is a sign of affection (certainly if he was a pedophile, he could have
touched much less appropriate body parts), as is the use of “my love,” a term of endearment a
fatherly figure might use with a youngster. Seymour takes off his robe because the pair is going
swimming—and it should be noted that when Sybil first approaches him on the beach, he covers
himself up more, “his right hand going to the lapels of his terry-cloth robe” (16). The kissing of
Sybil’s foot is a bit strange, but it makes sense as Seymour has already used Sybil’s ankle or foot
in signs of affection. Further, it is again seen as a less offensive place to kiss her; kissing her on
the mouth, for example, would have been much more disturbing.
In the context of cathartic release, it also does not make sense that Buddy would write a
story that sets up his beloved brother as a pedophile, especially in the last minutes of his life. The
opposite seems likely—that he wished to show Seymour as caring, kind, and playful. More so,
the entire Sybil episode likely exists to illustrate Seymour’s overall exhaustion with the
materialist culture that is consuming him. The most important aspect of the encounter is not
Seymour’s touching of Sybil’s feet, but the story he tells her, the story of the bananafish, which
is a parable about the dangers of over-consumption. As he tells the story, “‘Well, they swim into
a hole where there’s a lot of bananas. They’re very ordinary-looking fish when they swim in. But
once they get in, they behave like pigs. (…) ‘Naturally, after that they’re so fat they can’t get out
of the hole again’” (23). The lesson is for young Sybil to not become a bananafish herself, but it
is clear that she is already a lost cause on that front. It is further clear, especially after the
gunshot to his head, that Seymour himself has become a bananafish himself. He was ordinary,
yet became corrupted by materialism through his relationship and love for Muriel. He has
become something he abhors, yet finds impossible to pull back from. As he tells Sybil when she
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asks what happens to the fish after getting stuck in the hole, “‘Well, I hate to tell you Sybil. They
die.’” (23). Which, of course, is what happens to Seymour moments later. This provides Buddy
with a reason for Seymour’s suicide, yet one that was not enough to erase his pain. With the “S”
that Malcolm refers to still emblazoned on his chest, he continues to write about his brother, first
in “Raise High the Roof Beam, Carpenters.”

2. “Raise High the Roof Beam, Carpenters”
Aligning with the actual original publication date of the story in The New Yorker, Buddy
states in “Seymour—An Introduction” that “Raise High the Roof Beam, Carpenters” was
“published in 1955” (131). It is an account of his own experience on what was to be Seymour’s
wedding day in May 1942, six years before Seymour’s suicide in 1948 (6). This fits nicely into
the idea of Buddy writing about Seymour for cathartic release, as it would make sense for him to
address the wedding to the woman who represents the materialism that is Seymour’s downfall.
Much of the story is set inside a stifling taxicab (shared by Buddy and a few other wedding
guests after Seymour fails to appear for the nuptials) and the apartment Buddy shared with
Seymour before going to serve in World War II (he takes the guests there for some refreshment
after the horrendous cab ride). Through the conversations in the cab and apartment, as well as
entries from Seymour’s journal that Buddy recovers in their bedroom, the story tries to explain
questions readers, as well as Buddy, may have about the deceased. Again, this is interpreted as
Buddy trying to put puzzle pieces together in an effort to make sense of the suicide.
As the story has a retrospective quality on Buddy’s part, it serves as a way for him to
look back at a day that could reveal facts about what lead his brother to suicide. Buddy remarks
that at the time, he was “not only twenty-three but a conspicuously retarded twenty-three” (17).
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He may not have seen the signs pointing towards Seymour’s eventual demise at the time, but
considers the wedding day important enough to revisit through writing this story. In his article,
“Keeping it in the Family: The Novellas of J.D. Salinger,” David Seed notes, “The crux of the
tale is to distinguish between incidental and essential qualities. By stressing how young and
confused he was in 1942, Buddy surely implies that he himself was incapable of drawing such
distinctions at that time” (82). What important signs can be gleaned from the wedding Seymour
skips out of at the church, only later to remedy by eloping with Muriel? Some of these are strung
together through comments made by the wedding guests Buddy is thrown together with in the
cab and later invites to his apartment. Edie Burwick, mostly identified throughout the story by
Buddy merely as the “Matron of Honor,” furious at Seymour for ruining Muriel’s special day,
provides some of information, while the rest comes from Buddy’s own narration and the journal
of Seymour he finds and reads through.
Mrs. Burwick’s nuggets of intelligence on Seymour and his relationship with Muriel are
generally vitriolic, due to her frustration over the cancelled wedding, and as such must be taken
with a grain of salt. Her ranting does provide some questions, however—ones that were deemed
important enough by Buddy to be included in the story (or, as it is a short story he takes credit
for, he created for that purpose). The most shocking information she reveals is that Mrs. Fedder,
Muriel’s mother, thinks that Seymour is “a latent homosexual and that he was basically afraid of
marriage” (42). To lend credence to this remark, Mrs. Burwick mentions how Mrs. Fedder had
said this not to be “‘nasty or anything. She said it—you know—intelligently’” and that “‘she
isn’t the kind of person that comes right out and says something like that unless she knows what
she’s talking about’” (42). This is said in the cab among a few of the wedding guests and Buddy
remains quiet for a time. The Matron continues that Mrs. Fedder also thinks Seymour is a
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“‘schizoid personality’” (43). It is at this point that Buddy interrupts her to inquire why Mrs.
Fedder thinks these things of Seymour. Her response is that no one who was “‘normal’” would
leave his bride-to-be at the altar like Seymour did, but that “‘an absolute raving manic of some
crazy kind’” might (45-46).
From Buddy’s narration inserted amid the action and dialogue of the story, a good deal of
background information is provided on the Glass family in general and Seymour and himself in
particular. It is in “Raise High” that the Glass children’s performances on the radio quiz program
“It’s a Wise Child” are brought to light, as well as Seymour’s prodigy status (he entered
Columbia University at fifteen and was subsequently a college professor before going into World
War II).
Interestingly, the reader does not feel the same sense of disbelief over the authorship of
Seymour’s journal excerpts. This in spite of how Buddy states, “What follows is an exact
reproduction of the pages from Seymour’s diary that I read while I was sitting on the edge of the
bathtub” (76). This disclaimer is strikingly similar to the one at the beginning of “Hapworth,”
with its promise of “an exact copy of a letter of Seymour’s” (1). What makes it so easy to accept
in one but not the other? The first seventy or so pages of “Raise High” are from Buddy’s point of
view and when he finds the journal and shares the parts he is reading, it feels natural. This stands
in contrast to the unnatural feeling the “Hapworth” disclaimer, as well as young Seymour’s
disingenuous point of view brings forth in the reader. Further, the tone of the “Raise High”
journals presents a kinder, gentler, conflicted, and older Seymour, unlike “Hapworth” with its
unlikable, condescending “chap.” In fact, the journal entries, printed in “Raise High” a decade
before the publication of “Hapworth” are one of the reasons why the latter story is so hard to
accept as coming from Seymour’s point of view. The Seymour readers are presented with in
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“Bananafish,” “Raise High,” and “Seymour—An Introduction” is the one that seems so
implausibly akin to the pretentious lad writing home from camp.
There is also the consideration that the journal entries in “Raise High the Roof Beam,
Carpenters” are as equally fabricated as the letter of “Hapworth.” Buddy as author may have a
technique he enjoys employing when writing about his brother—the “found” manuscript. This
makes much more sense, especially in terms of Buddy’s using his writing of the stories as
cathartic release. Finding a better, more positive story in his brother’s life (and death), as
suggested as a coping mechanism by psychologist Becvar, is such an important concept for
Buddy. Writing in Seymour’s own voice, changing that voice to help explain the love Buddy
feels for him and the emptiness experienced by his absence, makes perfect sense in terms of the
cathartic release Buddy is trying to achieve.

3. “Seymour—An Introduction”
Trying to come to terms with the suicide of his beloved brother, confidante, and
supporter, Buddy Glass turns to what he knows best: writing. He wants to put Seymour to rest,
and in turn give himself some peace over the matter. Buddy initially intended “Seymour—An
Introduction” to be “a short story about Seymour” with more to follow (124-25). Yet, as he
writes, he does not feel like a short story writer. “What I am, I think, is a thesaurus of undetached
prefatory remarks about him. I believe I essentially remain what I’ve almost always been—a
narrator, but one with extremely pressing needs” (125). The essential part of this excerpt is the
phrase extremely pressing needs. It illustrates the psychological necessity of getting Seymour out
onto the page. Why? Following the disclosure about his needs, Buddy writes, “I want to
introduce, I want to describe, I want to distribute mementos, amulets, I want to break out my
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wallet and pass around snapshots, I want to follow my nose” (125). There are a few different
scenarios going on in this sentence. To want to introduce and describe is what any writer wants
to do with any character. It’s a rather bland statement of generic intent. The usage of the terms
mementos and amulets suggests a religious fervor keeping with how the family seems to have
canonized Seymour since his death (and even before). Here Buddy may want to spread the
gospel according to Seymour, to proselytize. The inclusion of passing around photos, however,
makes the intention more informal, like a relative showing off the pride of the family. All this
seems more like someone who wants to share and pass on a legacy rather than someone who
wants to put things to rest.
Buddy, of course, will never fully be able to put Seymour to rest, to never think about him
again. His brother has too much of an effect on him for that. The end of “Seymour—An
Introduction” suggests that he understands that to an extent. He writes, “Seymour once said that
all we do our whole lives is go from one little piece of Holy Ground to the next. Is he never
wrong?” (248). Each of Buddy’s attempts to write Seymour (and himself) into peace become
instead these little pieces of Holy Ground, expressions of the deep love these brothers share,
even if one has passed on. The final line of “Seymour” follows with, “Just go to bed now.
Quickly. Quickly and slowly” (248). This is not a plea to himself, but rather to Seymour. He
wants him to finally be put to peace, but not completely. The impossibility of quickly and slowly
at the same time suggests that he does not want Seymour to truly be put to rest, because that may
mean his presence in Buddy’s life is diminished. He wants relief for both of them, but does not
want it to be so total and whole that he forgets his brother.

4. “Hapworth 16, 1924”
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At the time that “Hapworth” is constructed, Buddy has already written about Seymour in
“A Perfect Day For Bananafish,” “Raise High the Roofbeam, Carpenters,” and “Seymour—An
Introduction.” With the end of “Seymour” suggesting Buddy has not fully put Seymour to rest
(and may not even want to), he moves on to presenting “Hapworth 16, 1924.” “Hapworth,” when
accepted as a story written by Buddy, has the similar aspirations of finding peace.
One wonders if Buddy would understand that the Seymour he presents in “Hapworth” is
strikingly different from the earlier one he has shown us—and quite difficult to like. If he does
realize this, then the characterization must be intentional. But why construct a version of his
beloved brother that is hard to love? Perhaps having failed at making sense of Seymour’s death
and attaining a level of peace about it through the earlier stories, in which Seymour is presented
as a near saint, he takes the opposite route in “Hapworth.” Maybe he himself wants to be so sick
of this Seymour that he gets sick of writing about his Seymour and that will allow him to put his
brother to rest at last. Maybe he is angry with Seymour and wants his audience to be angry with
him too. Maybe he is more like Seymour than he knows and loves this condescending pompous
brother because that’s who he is too.

Chapter 3: Buddy’s Status as Author and Narrator
1. Buddy’s Position as Author and Narrator in “Hapworth”
As a fictional creation himself, Buddy can obviously never truly be the actual writer of
The Catcher in the Rye or any of the Glass stories. While he claims authorship of The Catcher in
the Rye, “Raise High the Roof Beam, Carpenters,” “A Perfect Day for Bananafish,” and
“Seymour—An Introduction,” he is doing so as Salinger’s creation. He is also the narrator of
these, at least the Glass stories. In his book The Cambridge Introduction to Narrative, H. Porter
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Abbott defines a narrator as “one who tells a story” (238). This is certainly true of Buddy, who is
telling the story of his brother’s life and death. In “Seymour,” he clearly states of the writing
about his brother that “I essentially remain what I’ve always been—a narrator, but one with
extremely pressing personal needs” (125). He is positioning himself as a narrator—not merely of
the texts for which he claims authorship, but of Seymour’s life, which Buddy is trying to
commemorate and preserve. If he is the narrator in this way, it figures he is the narrator of
“Hapworth” as well. It is his voice that comes through loudest and strongest, not Seymour’s,
which serves instead as a focalization device to present the story in epistolary form. Further, the
bit about “extremely pressing personal needs” points directly to how Buddy needs to write and
narrate these works in order to find peace for his brother and himself.
Yet while Buddy is positioned as the narrator of the Glass stories, his claim of authorship
cannot be ignored. With the complicated level of authorship—Salinger is the actual writer,
Buddy is his fictional creation, Buddy claims authorship of the piece Salinger wrote—Buddy
emerges as the author. It is tempting to label Buddy as the implied author as well, since the
reader constructs him as the driving force behind the meaning of the story. Abbott notes that “the
implied author is the idea of the author constructed by the reader as she or he reads the narrative”
(235). The reader constructs Buddy as the author of the different stories because in “Seymour—
An Introduction,” he states that he is so. Abbott continues that in an intentional reading, the
implied author is “that sensibility and moral intelligence that the reader gradually constructs to
infer the intended meanings and effects of the narrative” (235). Buddy as the implied author of
“Hapworth,” as opposed to Seymour, allows for a much more positive meaning and overall
effect of the narrative. The moral intelligence of the piece with Seymour as the implied author is
sorely lacking due to its smug, condescending, and implausible nature. Yet with Buddy as the

38

implied author, the moral intelligence of “Hapworth” makes more sense. It presents a grieving
brother intent on sanctifying his beloved dead sibling, preserving his memory as his own
personal champion, a highly intelligent, perceptive being that he tries to emulate. It does not
necessarily erase the annoyance of the Seymour presented, but what it does do is make that
character easier to understand and gain meaning from. Tempting as this is, however, neither
Seymour nor Buddy can truly be the implied author.
The general idea of the implied author is that it is a distinct literary element unto itself.
Abbott states that the implied author is “neither the real author nor the narrator” (235). Buddy
therefore cannot be both the implied author and the narrator. The implied author constructs the
text as a whole and prompts the reader’s reactions to it. In “Hapworth” and the other Glass
stories, it is the actual writer Salinger who creates the character of Buddy, who reveals himself
and the author and narrator. The implied author is a distinct, nameless fictional self Salinger
creates to guide his readers through the texts. Salinger’s implied author might not be Buddy, but
when the reader understands the eldest surviving Glass son as the author and narrator, distinct
from Salinger as the flesh and blood writer, the moral intelligence of the stories, especially
“Hapworth” is discovered to have quite a positive sensibility to it.
Buddy’s role as author and narrator can be extended to help make sense of the
combination of voices present in the “Hapworth” and the other stories. Buddy is not just the only
narrator, but also the frame narrator of the works, especially “Hapworth.” This allows for a
richer meaning to be gleaned from the blending of his voice with Seymour’s. Here, Seymour
narrates “Hapworth,” but Buddy, as frame narrator, hovers above Seymour’s words, silently
editing and revising it to present a glimpse into the childhood of his dead brother. Salinger uses
free indirect discourse here, which, as Abbott explains the technique, is “the fluid adaptation of
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the narrator’s voice in a kind of ventriloquism of different voices, all done completely without
the usual signposts of punctuation and attribution” (77). While Buddy possibly uses the
disclaimer as a sign of attribution, the letter itself is not in quotation marks, nor has anything
such as “Seymour wrote” or “he said.” By presenting it in this way, Buddy frames how readers
perceive the letter. For him, this entails simply presenting his brother when he was still alive,
youthful and exuberant, and highly intelligent. Yet in free indirect style, the real writer, Salinger,
allows for a richer meaning of power dynamics to come to light.
Buddy struggles to come to grips with Seymour’s suicide and how deeply he misses him
and the love and encouragement he provided. The dead Seymour unwittingly holds this power
over Buddy. Seymour also holds power over Buddy in that Buddy wishes to assert himself as
talented, highly intelligent, and worthy. Seymour is a saint in his family’s eyes—especially
Buddy’s—and part of Buddy wants to escape that. The power struggle becomes apparent with
Buddy and Seymour both being narrators of “Hapworth.” That even explains the unlikable way
Seymour is presented by the frame narrator Buddy. Buddy does indeed love his dead brother, but
by presenting him as less saintly, and quite unlikable, people may become less interested in
Seymour and more so in Buddy. This affects Buddy’s reliability, something that has to be called
into question due to the intrinsic personal connection between Buddy and his subject matter.

2. The Reliability of Buddy
The reliability of Buddy as a narrator has to be called into question for two reasons.
Buddy as the frame narrator of “Hapworth” is questionable because he is embroiled in a power
struggle with the other, more vocal narrator of the piece, Seymour. Buddy has a vested emotional
interest in the outcome of the story, whether it is the deification of Seymour or a rise in his own
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status as the golden Glass son. In either case, he can be seen as manipulating the audience to
achieve his desired end.
Accepting the claim that Buddy is the author of “Hapworth” also brings Buddy’s
reliability into question. If he is being dishonest in the disclaimer that “Hapworth” is an exact
copy of Seymour’s letter, what’s stopping him from lying elsewhere, not only in this particular
story, but also in his entire body of work? Nothing in any of the other stories suggests that he is
lying or making up things. If anything, he comes across as too honest, especially in terms of
emotions. Yet then the obvious question becomes why not trust him that the letter of “Hapworth”
is an exact duplicate of Seymour’s original? The answer relates to the question of Buddy’s
reliability and the overall fact that the point of “Hapworth” and the other Seymour stories is not
about “facts” or reliability. No, these stories are all about the deep-rooted effect Seymour and his
suicide have had on Buddy. Reliability becomes a non-issue because he is dealing with his
emotions and memories, trying to make sense of them and sense of a senseless act that can in
fact never make sense to those left behind. The emotional honesty Buddy displays throughout the
saga is the thing that matters most here. It is that different kind of reliability that readers relate to
and that makes reading these stories such a rewarding endeavor, even when it requires working
through the digressive condescension of “Hapworth.” The emotion makes the meaning here,
along with an aspect that has nothing to do with the story world author, the implied author, the
narrator, frame narrator, or characters. It has all to do with the flesh and blood J.D. Salinger and
his views on his contemporary world.

Chapter 4: Seymour’s Suicide as Social Critique
1. Salinger and Materialism
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Salinger’s work has always lent itself to being interpreted as social critique, especially of
the consumerist culture that sprang forth in America during the post-World War II boom years.
Holden Caulfield’s insistent ranting against the phonies of the world in The Catcher in the Rye is
an excellent example of this. Yet Seymour’s suicide also fits neatly into this anti-consumerist
stance. As Warren French notes in J.D Salinger, Revisited, Seymour kills himself “for
succumbing to materialistic temptations” (67). Muriel is symbolic of both materialism and
Seymour’s enticement by it. She may be overly concerned with appearance and material goods,
as her fixation with her fingernail polish, Saks clothes, and women’s magazines suggests, but it
is Seymour who falls in love with and marries her. This relates to The Catcher in the Rye as
well—Holden is not only fed up with the phonies of the world, but with himself for being a
phony as well. As French points out, “Salinger would have been working on ‘A Perfect Day for
Bananafish’ during the same period that he was working out the final version of Catcher” (67). It
fits that he would employ similar themes to both works.
Of the two texts, “Bananafish” is the harsher indictment of materialism, as we get the
sense that Holden may be on the road to recovery at the end of Catcher. He may want to catch
children as they fall off the cliff of innocence into the phoniness of adulthood, but as he watches
his sister Phoebe riding the Central Park carousel, realizing he needs to let her try to grab the
golden ring even if she falls, he says, “I felt so damn happy all of a sudden” (275). While he
spent the better part of the novel on a downward spiral of anxiety and despair, this denouement,
as French remarks, “quiets him” (67). We last see Holden in a sanitarium out West, where he
seems to be on the road to recovery. The same, of course, cannot be said of Seymour. He too has
an encounter with a child, but this does not act as a salve but an impetus to commit suicide. Not
to put the blame on young Sybil; Seymour has thought of killing himself before. For example, in
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“Seymour—An Introduction,” there is a reference to scars on his wrists, suggesting he slit them
in a suicide attempt. Mrs. Fedder also implies Seymour’s car crash, if not a suicide attempt, was
at least a result of a psychological imbalance. He does, after all, bring a gun on his honeymoon,
and his feelings about materialism and its effect on him did not only just then appear. Yet, by
Seymour meeting with Sybil on the beach, coming directly before the suicide, the child
implicated in the act. She may not be the reason Seymour puts a bullet through his brain, but
may be the reason for when he chooses to do so.
Much criticism exists on “Bananafish,” the sandy encounter with Sybil, and what the
story Seymour tells the little girl means. French succinctly sums up the general consensus of the
scene, including the first bit in which Seymour and Sybil are discussing her bathing suit:
“Seymour, who has said he likes blue bathing suits (the traditional color of innocence), is
reminded that Sybil’s is yellow. He has not, however, says that hers is blue. He says, ‘That’s a
fine bathing suit you have on. If there’s one thing I like, it’s a blue bathing suit.’ When reminded
that hers is yellow, he observes, ‘What a fool I am’” (67). Seymour berates himself as a fool not
because he mistook the color of Sybil’s bathing suit, but because even a girl as young as Sybil
has already lost her innocence, preferring the garish materialism of a yellow bathing suit. He
thought perhaps she was still innocent, but was foolish to do so.
If this disappoints him, the ensuing bit in which the pair goes swimming and Seymour
tells Sybil the story of the bananafish, is the final straw. French continues with his astute analysis
of the story:
His bananafish story has not inspired in Sybil compassion for the fish’s plight, but the
same materialistic vision he associates with Muriel. (…) Seymour’s further
disillusionment with the next generation could be an important reason why this ‘perfect

43

day for bananafish’ is the moment for leaving a world that may hold nothing for him but
more years in a psychiatric hospital (67).
Seeing no hope for the future generations, and with all hope for him gone, having given into the
materialism of the world, Seymour decides to end it all. That he does so back in the hotel room
he is sharing with Muriel, “Miss Spiritual Tramp of 1948,” as she tells her mother Seymour calls
her (7), speaks to her cause in it. Seymour wants to make clear she is not clear to wipe her hands
of the matter. Her materialism and his disillusionment with loving her despite of her
shortcomings have caused him: “he went over and sat down on the unoccupied twin bed, looked
at the girl, aimed the pistol, and fired a bullet through his right temple” (26). His looking at her
could be interpreted as his wanting the final thing he sees in life to be the woman he loves, yet
with the implications against Muriel as symbol of crass materialism and all Seymour despises,
the look instead is his final indictment of what she stands for. This is obviously more of a
question about Salinger the flesh and blood writer than his creations.

2. Function of the Suicide for Salinger
There are a couple of reasons that highlight the function of Seymour’s suicide for
Salinger himself and ultimately help make stronger meaning out of “Hapworth.” As evidenced
by the extreme anti-phony stance in The Catcher in the Rye, the writer had a disdain for the
consumer culture of 1950s America. In her book J.D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye, Sarah
Graham disseminates David Halberstam’s definitive historical reference, The Fifties, when she
shows how he “describes post-War America as a ‘corporate culture in which the individual was
always subordinated to the corporate good and in which certain anonymity was increasingly
valued’” (15). This is critical to understanding Salinger’s anti-consumerist perspective. Holden
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Caulfield struggles deeply with conformity throughout Catcher, perhaps best illustrated by his
famous red hunting cap, which he proudly wears as an emblem of his non-conformity. Yet, at
various times in the novel, he takes it off when he is about to encounter people who might look
down on him for wearing such a “different” article of clothing, such as when he checks into the
Edmont hotel upon arriving back in New York City. “I’d put on my red hunting cap when I was
in the cab, just for the hell of it, but I took it off before I checked in. I didn’t want to look like a
screwball or something” (79). Yet earlier, he liked how he looked in the hat, when he says, “The
way I wore it, I swung the old peak way around to the back—very corny, I’ll admit, but I liked it
that way. I looked good in it that way” (24). Holden constantly struggles with fitting in and
wanting to be separate and distinct from the crowd. Eventually, of course, his struggle lands him
in a sanitarium where he’s psychoanalyzed and on an equivalent of the rest cure. Yet, at the end
of Catcher, the reader has hope that Holden will learn to find a balance in his life and be able to
both confirm and rally against doing so. This is not so with Seymour Glass.
Salinger uses Seymour to make an even harsher statement about conformity to the
materialism and corporate culture consuming post-World War II America. In his article “The
Love Song of J.D. Salinger,” Arthur Mizener writes, “One of the sharpest implications in his
work, in short, is that perceptive people have difficulty remaining operative, or even surviving, in
our world” (93). This is true in the “operative” sense of Holden, and, in the “surviving” sense, of
Seymour. Seymour’s level of perception, evident in all the stories about him, even if to an
unbelievable extent in “Hapworth,” is quite high. His self-awareness right before his suicide in
“Bananafish” is remarkable. Salinger utilizes Seymour and his final act to illustrate just how
damaging life among the greedy masses can be. Having understood his place in the consumer
culture he disdained, Seymour takes his own life—and Salinger has presented his final comment
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on the contemporary world, which adds up to a pessimistic stance that the culture of greed is
going to consume its inhabitants along with everything else.
Yet Seymour’s suicide also serves a different, yet related function for Salinger, one about
his own personal pain he was trying to heal. In his biography J.D. Salinger, Kenneth Slawenski
asks, “Where within the soul of the author did the deep pain of Buddy Glass find its terrible
origin? Salinger had no brother. No one in Salinger’s life, either relative or friend, ever came
close to resembling the character of Seymour Glass” (315). It is a pertinent question, especially
given the level of personal emotional connection readers have with the characters and stories.
Slawenski continues, “the grief of Buddy Glass is far too fresh and poignant not to have been a
recital of living emotions” (315). As it turns out, those living emotions most likely sprang forth
from Salinger’s experiences in that global event of cataclysmic proportions, World War II. As
Slawenski notes,
If we assume that Buddy’s story represents actual events in Salinger’s life, it may shed
light on the inspiration for Seymour’s character as well as the source that Salinger tapped
to invoke Buddy’s grief. The most logical assumption is that Buddy’s story recounts the
pain that Salinger experienced between October 1944, when he crossed the Siegfried
Line toward the Hurtgen Forest, and December of that year, when he finally staggered
out of the bloodbath. It was in those months that Salinger turned to writing poetry as a
comfort (315-16).
The impact of World War II on Salinger’s work cannot be downplayed. Much like some of
Salinger’s writing heroes, such as Ernest Hemingway, had been influenced by their experiences
in the First World War, so is the writer’s inspiration for the raw pain brought to life through
Buddy’s loss of his suicidal brother.
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It is not difficult to imagine Salinger’s own personal horror he experienced in the war
translating to such the palpable grief of Buddy Glass that countless readers have responded so
deeply to. As Slawenski writes, “The absence of subsequent events in Salinger’s life that might
inspire the depth of mourning displayed Buddy Glass for his brother indicates that Salinger may
well have reached back into the anguish of those years in order to replay their emotions on the
written page” (316). Buddy’s grief is so intense that he writes about it for over fifteen years with
seemingly little relief. Salinger’s war experiences and the emotional scarring he felt from them
would have been equally as horrific. Among the initiatives he took part in was “the liberation of
victims of the Dachau concentration camp system” (133). Slawenski’s description of how
Salinger was feeling right before he checked himself into a military hospital for psychiatric
treatment reveals the depths of his pain.
In the summer of 1945, Jerry Salinger’s war experiences, extended service, sudden
loneliness, and reluctance to express his pain converged upon him with disastrous effect.
As the weeks wore on, his depression deepened and his feelings began to immobilize
him. He had seen many cases of battle fatigue in the front, what we would now call posttraumatic stress disorder, and recognized the potential menace of his current state of mind
(135).
While Salinger made it out of the European theatre of war, it appears the war did not leave him.
The pain he relived can never be justified, but at least he was able to translate it into a single
literary moment, Seymour’s suicide, that resonated throughout his body of work, as well as with
countless readers over multiple generations.

3. How “Hapworth” Lends Itself to the Function of the Suicide
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With Seymour’s suicide functioning as a both a social critique of the consumer culture
that took hold of America in the 1950s and an expression of the personal pain Salinger
experienced as a result of serving in World War II, the question becomes, how does that all fit
into the schema of “Hapworth 16, 1924” and the importance of viewing Buddy as the author of
the piece? As the story takes place a quarter of a century previous to the act, it does not explicitly
deal with Seymour’s suicide. Taken at face value, as presented with Buddy’s disclaimer that it is
an exact duplicate of young Seymour’s letter, it is also not imbued with any of Salinger’s
residual post-war pain. That changes when Buddy is accepted as the author. “Hapworth” then
becomes the latest in a long line of written attempts to ease the pain of Seymour’s suicide, and
for Salinger, to vanquish the memory of his traumatic experiences in World War II. Further, the
story functions as a parallel to Seymour’s suicide, one that serves as a career suicide for J.D.
Salinger.
“Hapworth” elicits such strong negative views from even the most strident Salinger fans.
Critical perceptions of the story have never been kind, even after several decades since its
publication. Contemporary criticism ran from a few negative reviews to, even worse, the mostly
non-existent. As Slawenski notes, “Salinger was spared the critics’ scorn. The story was met
instead by bewildered silence. It was ignored, which may have actually bothered him far more
than if it had been reviled” (370). Slawenski suggests that this silent critical response may have
been what led Salinger to stop publishing. There is some credence to this view, but “Hapworth”
is such a vitriolic, arrogant statement that it feels intentional, that perhaps Salinger knew that
what he was doing would alienate even the most ardent of fans. Slawenski concedes this point by
saying, “”Salinger attempted to release himself from the affections of average readers by feeding
them a work that was completely indigestible” (371). In this way, “Hapworth” amounts to an act
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of career suicide. By all accounts, Salinger had, at best, a shaky relationship with the publishing
world as well as the general public. His shift to reclusive, non-publishing crank in the
Connecticut woods for the last forty-five years of his life solidifies this. It freed him to do what
he loved best—write. As Slawenski notes, “In the decades to come he would continue to write”
(373). Rumors abound as to how much work he left behind when he died—or if he burned it
all—but his estate is so far as silent as the man himself. Unless journals or other first-hand
accounts materialize, one can only speculate as to whether or not Salinger intentionally
committed career suicide or retreated from the literary review out of deep hurt for the silence and
negativity that “Hapworth” was met with. However, for an author who exhibited such disdain for
the consumer culture and materialism-saturated world he lived in, it is quite likely that a work so
difficult and unlikeable as “Hapworth 16, 1924” was meant as a venomous farewell, a kiss-off
from which Salinger would never reemerge. He put his career to rest, and, by extension, allowed
Buddy to put the grief over his brother’s suicide to rest as well.

Chapter 5: Making Meaning out of “Hapworth” and Salinger’s Subsequent Silence
Obviously, J.D. Salinger is the author of The Catcher in the Rye, “A Perfect Day for
Bananafish,” “Raise High the Roof Beam, Carpenter,” “Seymour—An Introduction,” and
“Hapworth 16, 1924.” His fictional creation, Buddy Glass, cannot physically be the author of
these works—he is not a real person. Yet the meaning to be made from these narratives—the
way readers respond to them—is absolutely, undeniably real. Perhaps the only thing truly real
about them (and any literature for that matter), besides the manipulation of words existing on a
physical piece of paper or computer screen, is the experience a human being has with them. This
experience allows the reader to make meaning from the text and to carry that with him or her. In
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this way, Buddy Glass serving as the author of “Hapworth” and the other works he takes credit
for in “Seymour,” becomes quite important indeed.
Especially in terms of “Hapworth,” Buddy’s status as the author is vital to making a more
complex, nuanced meaning. The novella is easily dismissed as contrived, arrogant, and utterly
unbelievable at face value, accepting Buddy’s disclaimer at the start that it is an exact copy of
seven-year-old Seymour’s letter home from camp. As Eberhard Alsen notes in the appendix to
his A Reader’s Guide to J.D. Salinger, “the style is so unbalanced, so involuted, and so full of
verbal faux pas that serious ideas often appear ridiculous” (242). The Seymour of “Hapworth” is
just too precocious, too hyper-intelligent, too arrogant for his—and the reader’s—own good. It is
difficult to make meaning out of this story because of all of this. In view of its generally reviled
style, there have been few close readings of “Hapworth,” which is unusual given that most of
Salinger’s other works, particularly his stories published in The New Yorker, have been
examined critically. Most critics of Salinger agree that everything in his texts is important and
that every detail has significance artistically. With Buddy’s authorship of “Hapworth” assumed,
possibilities for making meaning from the text, up to this point ignored in critical appraisals of
the story, become significantly expanded.
Accepting the claim that Buddy is the author of “Hapworth” leads to the importance of
doing close readings of the story. A logical point of entry would be the curious title of the piece.
Written as a combination of the name of the camp Seymour and Buddy attended and a date, the
title is titillating and confounding at the same time, much as the overall story is when Buddy’s
authorship is assumed. Yet the interesting nature of the title opens the possibility that there are
parts of this text that are quite good, which of course goes against the general critical consensus
that places “Hapworth” as possibly the most reviled Salinger piece. A title as interesting and
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puzzling as “Hapworth 16, 1924” suggests there are more mysteries to unravel within the actual
text. A critic of Salinger the career author, for example, would benefit from exploring the
significance of the numbers 16 and 1924. Numbers have often played an important role in
Salinger texts. Close readings of the numbers of “Hapworth” may shed light not only on the
story, but the numerology behind the Salinger canon. In this way, things as simple as the title and
the inclusion of specific numbers illustrates that “Hapworth” may have some interesting, positive
attributes to it.
A short passage a little less than midway through the story serves as another example of
the complexity of the piece that should be applauded rather than reviled. In it, Seymour tells his
father it is perfectly fine if he wants to stop reading the letter. He says,
If you are tired or frankly bored reading, stop instantaneously, with my heartfelt
permission. I am admittedly taking advantage of your good will, fatherhood, and
notorious, humorous patience. Bessie, I know, will kindly give you the gist of any
communication that follows; light a cigarette with abandon, drop my damn letter like a
hot potato, and go down to the lobby of whatever hotel you are staying at and enjoy
yourself with a free conscience and my undying love; a game of pool or pinochle might
be refreshing (52).
A close reading of this passage reveals it to be a sly, knowing wink from Salinger to readers who
are finding “Hapworth” tedious and unreadable. He bears these readers no ill will as he
understands he has presented them with a difficult piece, “taking advantage of (their) good will”;
and he perfectly understands the impulse to disregard the story, going as far as giving his
“heartfelt permission.” The more dedicated reader, personified here by Seymour and Buddy’s
mother Bessie, will press on and be able to fill in the casual, bored reader. Of course, while
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bearing no grudge against these readers, Salinger cannot help but get in a little jab at their
pedestrian tastes, suggesting they may prefer “a game of pool or pinochle.” Again, a close
reading of this passage suggests there is more of “Hapworth” deserving of admiration than is
first suggested by the difficult prose.
The last full paragraph of the novella further builds on this notion that “Hapworth,” while
quite difficult to read, has some worthwhile ideas that come to light through close reading. On
one level, there is reclamation of the brotherly love and support Seymour offered Buddy
throughout his life, which Buddy has missed ever since Seymour killed himself. Seymour asks
Bessie to send Buddy “some of those very big tablets, quite without lines, for his haunting
stories” (113). Seymour continues to emphasize the importance of the correct kind of notebook,
suggesting his concern for Buddy’s happiness, as well as offering Buddy the support he needs for
his writing, even down to the smallest detail such as paper type. The inclusion of “haunting
stories” serves as a seal of approval on Buddy’s work from his beloved older brother. Most
importantly in this passage is the final sentence which reads, “Also worth keeping in mind, it is
this chap’s leonine devotion to his literary implements, I give you my word of honor, that will be
the eventual cause of his utter release, with honor and happiness, from this enchanting vale of
tears, laughter, redeeming human love, affection, and courtesy” (113). This is quite a haunting
line unto itself and it seems unbelievable that no critic has explored it yet. It suggests that
Buddy’s “devotion to his literary implements,” which here is not just pads of paper but his actual
talent and ability, will free him from something sad and tragic. Taken in the context of Buddy’s
authorship, this can mean nothing but his cathartic release from Seymour’s suicide. As illustrated
by an examination of this one line, “Hapworth” with Buddy as its author proves to be a rich and
complex story—one providing a literary web worthy of further exploration. A first step in this
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exploration is a close reading of the text undertaken with the possibility in mind that Buddy is
the author.

Whatever narrative labels the reader places on Buddy through these close readings—
author, implied author, narrator, frame narrator—the impact is similar. He loved his brother quite
completely and looked to him for advice and support—and that was taken away from him much
too soon. That is a loss that he has not, at the time of the publication of “Hapworth,” recovered
from, some fifteen years after the fact. Buddy as author has written several pieces in an attempt
to heal, but the need to do so, and the loss that need stems from, must not have abated, as he
keeps writing, keeps trying to find peace for Seymour and, more importantly, himself. The
meaning a reader takes away from this Buddy-penned “Hapworth” becomes much more morally
intelligent and profound. It may not change the fact that the young Seymour of the story is a hard
fellow to find empathy for and, in a way that may be Buddy’s point. Since writing about adult,
saintly Seymour and his actual suicide did not put him to rest for Buddy, perhaps the idea is that
writing about a less likable, younger version will. Yet the love and devotion Seymour had for
Buddy still shines through “Hapworth,” even as Seymour is showing off his fustian side. The
story in this way becomes as much about Salinger’s own fustian self and writing as anything
else.

--After “Hapworth 16, 1924” appeared in The New Yorker, J.D. Salinger would never
publish another word—for the forty-five odd years he was still alive. However, perhaps like his
creation, Buddy, he did not need to publish anything else. Salinger’s subsequent silence after the
publication of “Hapworth,” in terms of Buddy’s authorship, suggests Buddy may have finally
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achieved through the story, the peace that he so longed for. Constructing a letter from his
beloved brother, presented as a young boy rather than the thirty-one-year-old suicidal man, and
showing the love, devotion, and support his brother gave him, even at such an early age, perhaps
reminded him Seymour’s spirit would live on in him. Buddy would always have the Seymour
support system he needed, just not physically in front of him, but, rather, in his memory. His
Seymour experience becomes similar to that of the readers of these stories—deep, emotional,
and inspiring.
Ultimately, that is the legacy Salinger leaves with his oeuvre. He resonates with readers
still, even forty-five years after he stopped publishing and, for all intents and purposes, became a
recluse, save for the occasional lawsuit intended to protect his privacy. Readers strongly relate to
his characters, Holden Caulfield and Seymour Glass especially. Holden has become the symbol
of teen angst and growing pains everywhere, for every generation. Seymour’s legacy is a bit
more complex. Perhaps regulated to the confines of the literati and academia, Seymour Glass
remains a tragic figure of philosophic proportions. He is a sensitive, wise, and tortured soul who
decides to take his own life rather than succumb to a life in the crass material world. In a sense,
the shocking bullet to his right temple at the end of “A Perfect Day for Bananafish” is much
more the eternal J.D. Salinger moment than anything Holden Caulfield experiences in Catcher.
That it remains shocking, even after countless readings, speaks volumes to its lasting visceral
power. Salinger uses Buddy’s inability to come to terms with Seymour’s death as a saga-long
metaphor for the reader’s experience of the suicide. If readers of a fictional work are unable to
make sense of the act, how could the man’s beloved brother? Seymour’s suicide is an
astoundingly powerful and emotional act and Salinger’s prolonging of the effects of it fit
extremely well into his overall disdain for the consumerist culture that sprang up in front of his—
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and the world’s—eyes in the post-World War II and has not slowed down since. Perhaps that is
what Salinger came to terms with after publishing “Hapworth” and why he never published
again. Or perhaps he knew how difficult the story was and felt satisfaction with having that as
the last this cruel, materialistic world ever heard from him. The suicide of a fictional character
has nothing on the career suicide of a beloved author but he can live on through further critical
exploration and close readings, even of a story that many feel is best left alone. Sometimes the
hardest work put in to the hardest texts offers the greatest rewards.
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